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Shifting ground: Brazil tackles climate change and deforestation, 
but rapid growth, energy needs undermine progress

Introduction
Brazil has a long-standing role and interest in issues related 
to sustainable development and climate change. After having 
hosted the UN Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, where the Climate Change 
Convention was originally signed, Brazil has remained an ac-
tive and engaged partner in the international climate change ne-
gotiations. This trend has been reinforced in recent years – most 
recently through President Luiz Inácio Lula’s interventions at 
COP 15 in Copenhagen.

Climate change has long been regarded by Brazil as primarily 
an international relations issue and has been managed under 
the auspices of the Foreign Ministry (Itamaraty). As a result, 
Brazil’s climate agenda has evolved around three issues: 1) 
stressing every country’s sovereign right to development; 2) op-
posing any suggestion that the Amazon rainforest be put under 
international control for its protection; and 3) emphasising in-
dustrialised countries’ historical responsibility and obligation to 
compensate for their emissions to date. The Brazilian political 
context is now undergoing major changes, and it is fair to say 
that climate change is central to these developments. However, 
it remains unclear how this will influence the country’s position 
in international negotiations. What we can observe is the inter-
action and confluence of a diverse set of structural and dynamic 
factors. 

Energy and emissions
Brazil’s comparatively clean energy system sets it apart from 
the other BASIC countries and from most developed coun-
tries. More than 45 per cent of Brazil’s primary energy comes 
from renewable energy sources (31.5 per cent biomass and 
13.8 per cent hydropower). In comparison, the corresponding 
number for all countries is 12.9 per cent, and for OECD coun-
tries, 6.7 per cent. These differences are even more startling for 
electricity generation; in 2009, the government recently report-
ed, Brazil produced 84 per cent of its power in hydroelectric 
plants. In addition, Brazil distinguishes itself for having a high 
proportion of biofuels in the transport matrix, with more than 

90 per cent of new light vehicles able to run on either ethanol 
or petrol.  Nevertheless, McKinsey ranks Brazil among the five 
countries with the largest potential to reduce emissions by 2030. 
Figure 1 below illustrates the Brazilian energy mix as of 2009, 
with its large proportion of renewables and only 5 per cent coal. 
Figure 2 illustrates Brazil’s greenhouse gas emissions sources.   

This suggests that Brazil’s industrial growth has so far been 
largely independent from GHG emissions. The critical cli-
mate issue for Brazil has been deforestation and international 
demands to preserve the Amazon rainforest: 83 per cent of its 
GHG emissions have derived from agriculture, land-use change 
and forest management. One decisive factor is the political in-
fluence of the agricultural sector, traditionally one of Brazil’s 
strongest economic sectors. Agriculture, including cattle ranch-
ing, is at 25 per cent currently the second-largest source of emis-
sions in Brazil. Under the current carbon accounting schemes, 
it is a critical factor in Brazil’s position in international negotia-
tions. If agriculture is included in total emissions, Brazil is the 
world’s fourth largest GHG emitter. Without LULUCF, Brazil’s 

Key Findings

• Brazil’s energy-related CO2 emissions are very low; its contribution the climate change 
problem has been largely through deforestation and agriculture.

• Emissions from deforestation are dropping significantly, but growing energy use, increasing 
energy intensity, and the discovery of new oilfields threaten to increase Brazil’s energy-relat-
ed emissions.

• Pressure at the regional/state level is emerging as a catalyst to increase Brazil’s domestic 
GHG reduction ambitions.

• Brazilian climate policy is increasingly linked with its international political and economic am-
bitions.
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a domestic political balance between established power centres. 
By framing climate change as an external political threat, the 
government was able to divert attention from other pressing is-
sues, such as land distribution, that would have arisen in more 
elaborate discussions of the local impacts of climate change. 

Ironically, this strategy also gained indirect support from an in-
ternational debate on biofuels that reinforced Brazil’s domestic 
power structures. Internationally, Brazil promoted with some 
success its long-standing ethanol program (Proálcool) as a ma-
jor GHG mitigation effort. Domestically, however, this new 
market for ethanol provided direct economic benefits to one of 
the most conservative and influential political forces in Brazil 
– the farmers in some of the richest states. It also made it pos-
sible to keep climate change, particularly the sensitive land-use 
issues, off the national political agenda.

This pattern is now changing. Climate change has now estab-
lished itself on the political agenda and in the daily debate, most 
notably in the 2010 presidential campaign, where the issue, con-
trary to expectations, became a central topic. 

Important changes can also be seen in shifts of institutional 
authority. Most prominently, the Ministry of Environment has 
become increasingly involved in the formulation of policies and 
in the negotiations, challenging the domains of Itamaraty and 
the Ministry of Science and Technology. A growing polariza-
tion between these ministries, and politicization overall, was 
highlighted by the resignation of Environment Minister Marina 
Silva over what she described as lack of commitment to envi-
ronmental policy.  These tensions led to outright conflicts in the 
run-up to COP 15 in Copenhagen and were not improved by 
President Lula’s impromptu speech at the Conference, in which 
he promised financial support that went beyond Brazil’s official 
position going into the negotiations. 

The presidential election also highlighted these issues. Al-
though President Lula’s handpicked candidate, Dilma Rousseff, 
won, the Green Party and its candidate, Marina Silva, gained 
more than 18 per cent of the votes in the first round. Particularly 
interesting is the power base of the Green Party, which con-
sists mainly of intellectuals and corporate interests, including 
agro-business. This suggests that environmental issues and cli-
mate change are increasingly anchored in influential economic 
sectors and are thereby gaining political clout. Accordingly, 

per capita emissions drop from 12 tCO2 to 5 tCO2 (versus 
Europe’s 11 tCO2), reflecting the low-carbon nature of Brazil’s 
energy production. This also highlights the strong political link-
age between Brazilian agricultural interests and national climate 
change policies.

However, the picture is changing. Most importantly, the Brazil-
ian energy matrix is becoming increasingly carbonised, driven 
by several factors: 1) an overall expansion of the Brazilian 
economy at rates expected to surpass 7 per cent for 2010; 2) 
rapid growth in some carbon-intense industrial sectors; 3) the 
expectation that energy demand will triple by 2030; 4) a need 
to diversify the country’s energy resources, partly due to the cli-
mate impacts expected to affect both the hydroelectricity sector 
and the production of biofuels; and 5) the discovery of what is 
potentially the world’s second-largest oil reserve, the pre-salt 
offshore oil fields. This could all lead to drastic changes in the 
Brazilian emissions profile over the next decade. The second 
national greenhouse gas inventory for Brazil, released in No-
vember, shows that while emissions due to deforestation and 
land-use change rose slightly from 2000 to 2005, their share 
of total emissions dropped from 64 to 61 per cent. Emissions 
from energy and industrial processes, meanwhile, rose by 9 and 
10 per cent, respectively, to make up nearly 19 per cent of total 
emissions – and they have risen by 51 and 43 per cent, respec-
tively, since 1994.

Brazilian socio-politics of climate change
Brazil’s long-standing position in climate negotiations has long 
served a two-pronged strategy. First, it has sought to prevent 
international interference with Brazil’s development model and 
stave off any territorial claims. Second, it has sought to maintain 

Figure 2: GHG-emissions by source (2005)
Source: Coordenação-Geral de Mudanças Globais do Clima Ministério 

da Ciência e Tecnologia

Brasília. 2010. Second National Communication of Brazil to the 

UNFCCC: Part 2, Table 2.9. (CO2e using GWP-100).   

Figure 1: Brazil energy mix
Figures based on data from: Ministerio de Minas e Energia. 2010. 

Balanços Energéticos Consolidados – Matriz 27 x 47 - Séries Históricas - 

1970 a 2009”.
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President-elect Rousseff has made more and more references to 
climate change. Most recently, Foreign Minister Celso Amorin 
said he believed a global climate agreement would finally be 
reached at the Rio+20 Conference in Rio de Janeiro in 2012.

The socio-economic impacts of climate change are also criti-
cal. Recent reports suggest likely scenarios involving extensive 
droughts, with major implications for both agriculture and hy-
dropower. In light of these developments, the government has 
stepped up its efforts on climate change. In December 2009, 
the Brazilian Congress approved a national climate change law, 
Plano Nacional de Mudanças Climáticas, which included vol-
untary reduction targets of 34.1 to 38.9 per cent (below busi-
ness-as-usual levels) until 2020, along with the stated ambition 
to cut deforestation in the Amazon by 72 per cent by 2017. The 
goals largely mirrored existing policies, some of which are al-
ready having an effect. For example, the Brazilian government 
estimates deforestation rates for Amazonia to be at their lowest 
level since monitoring began. 

In addition, the government is making additional investments 
in both current and emerging sources of renewable energy, such 
as biofuels, hydropower, and even nuclear power. These efforts 
are also reflected in a series of administrative efforts, along with 
the creation of a Brazilian Panel on Climate Change (a ‘Brazil-
ian IPCC’) intended to coordinate rigorous scientific analysis on 
how climate change will affect Brazil and suggest options for 
mitigation and adaptation. Even with such progress, the federal 
government is under pressure from multiple actors and interests 
to bolster its efforts. 

Bottom up initiatives from regional and local levels
The political context can only be fully understood if we go 
beyond the federal level. Increasingly, states and other sub-na-
tional units are taking individual initiatives to address of glo-
bal warming. The most prominent example is the State of São 
Paulo, which in 2009 adopted a law requiring a 20 per cent re-
duction of GHG emissions by 2020 from 2005 levels. This is a 
critical development for two reasons. São Paulo is Brazil’s eco-
nomic powerhouse and constitutes its industrial heartland, host-
ing 70-80 per cent of the country’s economic activity. Its sheer 
size gives it a major impact on other states and on federal poli-
cies. Second, by adopting an absolute target, with 2005 levels as 
baseline, São Paulo exerts major pressure on the federal govern-
ment, which for years has linked the national targets to a BAU 
scenario. Interestingly, similar initiatives can also be seen in 
some key Amazonian states such as Pará, Amazonas and Acre, 
where state governments have committed to local deforestation 
reduction targets and elaborate plans to combat deforestation. 
The driving logic differs, however, from that of São Paulo; they 
see an opportunity to gain from various international initiatives 
to protect the rainforest.

A second important trend is the current restructuring of the ag-
ricultural sector. As deforestation rates in the Amazon decline, 
agricultural land-use practices in the cerrado are becoming the 
main source of emissions. This highlights a sensitive issue in 
Brazilian politics – the influence of traditional landowners (fa-
zendeiros) running inefficient and carbon-intensive large-scale 
operations in their home states. As Brazil emerges as a major 
player in global food markets, a new breed of agro-business is 
pushing for even stronger measures on deforestation in the cer-
rado, largely to be more competitive in the global market. Thus 
agro-business is aligning itself with sectors such as cellulose 

and mining, which are farther along in reducing emissions. It 
has also demanded increased government action. 

Brazilian climate diplomacy
In the international negotiations, Brazil has positioned itself 
as an active member and spokesman of the G77, and it has 
made important contributions to the debate, such as introduc-
ing and promoting the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) 
and the notion of historical responsibilities in burden-sharing. 
More generally, Brazil emphasises the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities and capabilities, with Annex 
I countries taking the lead in emissions cuts. In early 2009, Bra-
zil endorsed the goal of holding global warming to 2◦C, and it 
has since suggested that industrialised countries agree to reduce 
emissions by 40 per cent by 2020. Brazil opposes binding re-
duction targets for non-Annex I countries, including the major 
emerging economies, but it has pledged to voluntarily reduce 
emissions by as much as 38 per cent from BAU (including re-
ductions from deforestation). 

Like other non-Annex I countries, including other BASIC 
members, Brazil stresses financing and technology transfer as 
key components of any climate agreement, though unlike its 
peers, it also says developing countries may contribute to effec-
tive technology transfer. The latter reflects Brazil’s interest in 
spreading its technology for producing sugar cane-based etha-
nol around the world. Similarly, Brazil says financing is not as 
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Important trends and developments 

• Increasing references to climate change by newly elected Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff suggest that 
the issue will become increasingly important on the domestic front. 

• Brazil’s internal climate policy dynamic is already shifting significantly, with a new level of political attention 
at both national and sub-national levels, and shifts in the political alliances that have previously domi-
nated climate policy.

• Brazil is the ‘odd one out’ in BASIC on GHG emissions – Brazil’s low emissions profile for energy produc-
tion will likely produce some significant challenges to unity among BASIC countries.

• With Brazil appearing to be setting its sights on an international agreement in Rio de Janeiro in 2012, its 
interest in positioning itself as a broker between BASIC countries and Annex I countries would seem to be 
solidifying. 

important for it as for other developing countries, and that it 
will implement its own national climate plan regardless of any 
international climate agreement.

Finally, Brazil distinguishes itself from other BASIC countries 
in its strong emphasis on deforestation and land-use issues. Bra-
zil has pushed hard for an agreement on REDD (reduced emis-
sions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing 
countries), an area where Brazil has a lot to gain both in terms 
of mitigation as well as financing. Similarly, the country has 
stressed its achievements with biofuels; more than 90 per cent 
of all new light vehicles there run on both gasoline and ethanol 
(‘flex fuel’). There are currently attempts to emulate the experi-
ences from the ethanol program (Proálcool) into a national pro-
gram for the production and use of biodiesel (PNPB).

Brazil and the BASIC dimension
Within BASIC, Brazil remains cautious, and in multiple ways, 
it is the ‘odd party’ within the group. Its priorities differ consid-

erably from the others’ – as already seen in some of the more 
technical discussions. Brazil’s participation appears to be pro-
pelled by a growing awareness that it may well have to negoti-
ate concrete targets and commitments, soon, and thus it may 
be better off joining forces with those in a similar situation, in-
cluding those outside of BASIC, to develop a joint agenda and 
shared priorities. This dynamic is not likely to change. In fact, it 
may well be that a more activist Brazilian administration could 
have difficulties reaching agreement with the other members of 
BASIC due to the country’s particular climate change priorities. 
The worst-case scenario is that Brazil takes on a passive role 
within the group. In the long run, the level of cooperation is 
likely to be significantly influenced by other issues such as trade 
flows and other commercial concerns.
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